ADDITIONAL WRITING TOPICS

Example

1. Select one of the following general statements, or set forth a general
statement of your own that one of these inspires. Making it your central
idea (or THESIS), support it in an essay full of examples. Draw your exam-
ples from your reading, your studies, your conversation, or your own ex-
perience.

Voice mail is a great convenience (or a great inconvenience) for the
caller.

Electronic mail provides a form of communication that letters and the
telephone don’t,

People one comes to admire don’t always at first seem likable.

Fashions this year are loonier than ever before.

Good (or bad) habits are necessary to the nation’s economy.

Each family has its distinctive lifestyle.

Cerrain song lyrics, closely inspected, promote violence.

Comic books are going to the dogs.

At some point in life, most people triumph over crushing difficulties.

Churchgoers aren’t perfect.

TV commercials suggest that buying the advertised product will improve
your love life like crazy.

Home cooking can’t win over fast food.

Ordinary lives sometimes give rise to legends.

Some people I know are born winners (or losers).

Books can change our lives.

Certain machines do have personalities.

Some road signs lead drivers astray.

2. In a brief essay, make a GENERALIZATION about either the terrors or the joys
that members of minority groups seem to share. To illustrate your gener-
alization, draw examples from personal experience, from outside reading,
or from two or three of the following essays in this book: Maya Angelou’s
“Champion of the World” (p. 52), Amy Tan’s “Fish Cheeks” (p. 57),
Itabari Njeri’s “When Morpheus Held Him” (p. 90), Judith Ortiz Cofer’s
“Silent Dancing” (p. 104), Brent Staples’s “Black Men and Public Space”
(p. 140), Nancy Mairs’s “Disability” (p. 175), Gloria Naylor’s “The Mean-
ings of a Word” (p. 348), Christine Leong’s “Being a Chink” (p. 354), and
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” (p. 437).

COMPARISON
AND CONTRAST

Setting Things Side by Side

THE METHOD

Should we pass laws to regulate pornography, or just let pornogra-
phy run wild? Which team do you place your money on, the Cowboys
or the Forty-Niners? To go to school full-time or part-time: What. are
the rewards and drawbacks of each way of life? How do the Republhcan
and the Democratic platforms stack up against each other? ng is the
work of Picasso like or unlike that of Matisse? These are questions that
may be addressed by the dual method of COMPARISON AND CONTRAST. In
comparing, you point to similar features of the sub]ects;. in contrasting,
to different features. (The features themselves you identify by the
method of DIVISION or aNALyss; see Chap. 6.)

With the aid of comparison and contrast, you can show why you
prefer one thing to another, one course of action to another, one 1fiea
to another. In an argument in which you support one of two possfble
choices, a careful and detailed comparison and contrastlof the choices
may be extremely convincing. In an expository essay, it can demon-
strate that you understand your subjects thoroughly. That is why, on
exams that call for essay answers, often you will be asked to compare
and contrast. Sometimes the examiner will come right out and say,
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“Compare and contrast nineteenth-century methods of treating drug
addiction with those of the present day.” Sometimes, however, com-
parison and contrast won’t even be mentioned by name; instead, the
examiner will ask, “What resemblances and differences do you find be-
tween John Updike'’s short story ‘A & P’ and the Grimm fairy tale
‘Godfather Death’?” Or, “Explain the relative desirability of holding a
franchise as against going into business as an independent proprietor.”
But those —as you realize when you begin to plan your reply— are just
other ways of asking you to compare and contrast.

In practice, the two methods are usually inseparable. A little re-
flection will show you why you need both. Say you intend to write a
portrait-in-words of two people. No two people are in every respect ex-
actly the same or entirely dissimilar. Simply to compare them or to con-
trast them would not be true to life. To set them side by side and portray
them accurately, you must consider both similarities and differences.

A good essay in comparing and contrasting serves a PURPOSE. Most
of the time, the writer of such an essay has one of two purposes in mind:

1. The purpose of showing each of two subjects distinctly by considering
both, side by side. Writing with such a purpose, the writer doesn’t
necessarily find one of the subjects better than the other. For exam-
ple, in any essay explaining the two chief means by which visually
impaired persons read, the writer explains and compares Braille
and computerized reading machines. Her conclusion is not that
one means is necessarily better than the other but that each has
both advantages and disadvantages.

2. The purpose of choosing between two things. In daily life, we often
EVALUATE two possibilities to choose between them: which college
course to elect, which movie to see, which luncheon special to
take —chipped beef over green noodles or fried smelt on a bun?
Our thinking on a matter such as the last is quick and informal:
“Hmmmm, the smelt looks better. Red beef, green noodles—ugh,
what a sight! Smelt has bones, but the beef is rubbery. Still, I don’t
like the smell of that smelt. I'll go for the beef (or maybe just grab
a hamburger after class).” In essays, too, a writer, by comparing and
evaluating points, decides which of two things is more admirable:
“Organic Gardening, Yes; Gardening with Chemical Fertilizers,
No!” —or “Skydiving Versus the Safe, Sane Life.” In writing, as in
thinking, you need to consider the main features of both subjects,
the positive features and the negative, and to choose the subject
whose positive features more clearly predominarte.
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THE PROCESS
Subjects for Comparison

When you find yourself considering two subjects side by side or pre-
ferring one subject over another, you have already embarked on compar-
ison and contrast. Just be sure that your two subjects display a clear basis
for comparison. In other words, they should have something significant
in common. Comparison usually works best with two of a kind: two
means of reading for the visually impaired, two ways of gardening, two
California wines, two mystery writers, two schools of political thought.

It can sometimes be effective to find similarities between evidently
unlike subjects—a city and a country town, say—and a special form of
comparison, ANALOGY, always equates two very unlike things, explain-
ing one in terms of the other. (In an analogy you might explain how
the human eye works by comparing it to a simple camera, or you might
explain the forces in a thunderstorm by comparing them to armies in
battle.) In any comparison of unlike things, you must have a valid rea-
son for bringing the two together. In his essay “Grant and Lee,” Bruce
Catton compares the characters of the two Civil War generals. But in
an essay called “General Grant and Mick Jagger” you would be hard-
pressed to find any real basis for comparison. Although you might wax
ingenious and claim, “Like Grant, Jagger posed a definite threat to
Nashville,” the ingenuity would wear thin and soon the yoking to-
gether of general and rock star would fall apart.

Basis for Comparison

Beginning to identify the shared and dissimilar features of your sub-
jects will get you started, but the comparison won’t be manageable for
you or interesting to your readers unless you also limit it. You would be
overly ambitious to try to compare and contrast the Russian way of life
with the American way of life in five hundred words; you couldn’t in-
clude all the important similarities and differences. In a brief paper, you
would be wise to select a single basis for comparison: to show, for in-
stance, how day-care cenfers in Russia and the United States are both
like and unlike each other.

This basis for comparison will eventually underpin the THesis of
your essay— the claim you have to make about the similarities and dis-
similarities of two things or about one thing’s superiority over another.
Here, from essays in this chapter, are THesis SENTENCES that clearly lay
out what's being compared and why:

Neat people are lazier and meaner than sloppy people. (Suzanne
Brite, “Neat People vs. Sloppy People”)
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These were two strong men, these oddly different generals, and they
represented the strengths of two conflicting currents that, through
them, had come into collision. (Bruce Catton, “Grant and Lee: A
Study in Contrasts”)

Notice that each author not only identifies his or her subjects (neat
and sloppy people, two generals) but also previews the purpose of the
comparison, whether to evaluate (Britt) or to explain (Catton).

Organization

Even with a limited basis for comparison, the method of compari-
son and contrast can be tricky without some planning. We suggest that
you make an outline (preferably in writing), using one of two organiza-
tions described below. Say you're writing an essay on two banjo-pickers,
Jed and Jake. Your purpose is to explain the distinctive identities of the
two players, and your thesis sentence might be the following:

Jed and Jake are both excellent banjo-pickers whose differences re-
flect their training.

Here are the two ways you might arrange your comparison:

1. Subject by subject. Set forth all your facts about Jed, then do the
same for Jake. Next, sum up their similarities and differences. In
your conclusion, state what you think you have shown.

1. Jed
Training
Choice of material
Technical dexterity
Playing style

2. Jake
Training
Choice of material
Technical dexterity
Playing style

SUMMARY
CONCLUSICON

This procedure works for a paper of a few paragraphs, but for a
longer one, it has a built-in disadvantage: Readers need to remem-
ber all the facts about subject 1 while they read about subject 2. If
the essay is long and lists many facts, this procedure may be bur-
densome.

2. Point by point. Usually more workable in writing a long paper than
the first method, the second scheme is to compare and contrast as
you go. You consider one point at a time, taking up your two sub-
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jects alternately. In this way, you continually bring the subjects to-
gether, perhaps in every paragraph. Notice the differences in the
outline:

1. Training
Jed: studied under Earl Scruggs
Jake: studied under Bela Fleck

2. Choice of material
Jed: bluegrass
Jake: jazz-oriented

3. Technical dexterity
Jed: highly skilled
Jake: highly skilled

4. Playing style
Jed: rapid-fire
Jake: impressionistic

For either the subject-by-subject or the point-by-point scheme, your
conclusion might be: Although similar in skill, the two differ greatly in
aims and in personalities. Jed is better suited to the Grand OI' Opry;
Jake, to a concert hall.

No matter how you group your points, they have to balance; you
can't discuss Jed’s on-stage manner without discussing Jake’s too. If you
have nothing to say about Jake’s on-stage manner, then you might as
well omit the point. A surefire loser is the paper that proposes to com-
pare and contrast two subjects but then proceeds to discuss quite differ-
ent elements in each: Jed’s playing style and Jake’s choice of material,
Jed’s fondness for smelt on a bun and Jake’s hobby of antique-car col-
lecting. The writer of such a paper doesn’t compare and contrast the
rwo musicians at all, but provides two quite separate discussions.

By the way, a subject-by-subject organization works most efficiently
for a pair of subjects. If you want to write about three banjo-pickers, you
might first consider Jed and Jake, then Jake and Josh, then Josh and
Jed—but it would probably be easiest to compare and contrast all three
point by point. :

Flexibility

As you write, an outline will help you see the shape of your paper
and keep your procedure in mind. But don’t be the simple tool of your
outline. Few essays are more boring to read than the long comparison
and contrast written mechanically. The reader comes to feel like a
weary tennis spectator whose head has to swivel from side to side: now
Jed, now Jake; now Jed again, now back to Jake. You need to mention
the same features of both subjects, it is true, but no law decrees how you
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must mention them. You need not follow your outline in lockstep or-
der, or cover similarities and differences at precisely the same length, or
spend a hundred words on Jed's banjo-picking skill just because you
spend a hundred words on Jake’s. Your essay, remember, doesn’t need to
be as symmetrical as a pair of salt and pepper shakers. What is your out-
line but a simple means to organize your account of a complicated real-
ity? As you write, keep casting your thoughts upon a living, particular
world—not twisting and squeezing that world into a rigid scheme, but
moving through it with open senses, being patient and faithful and ex-
act in your telling of it.

- CHECKLIST FOR REVISING.A COMPARISON AND CONTRAST

¢ PURPOSE. What is the aim of your comparison: to explain two sub-
jects or evaluate them? Will the purpose be clear to readers from the

. istart? i

Ll S_UB]ECT_S,"Afe the subjects enough alike, sha;ing-enough features,
' to make comparison worthwhile? j :
v~ THEsIS. Does your thesis establish a:limnited basis for comparison so
* that you have room and time to cover all the relevant similarities
and differences!? AT R
v/ ORGANIZATION. Does your arrangément of material, whether sub-
~ject by subject or point by point, do justice to your subjects and help
readers follow the comparison? ) :
' BALANCE AND FLEXIBILITY. Have you covered the same features of
* - both'subjects? At the same time, have you avoided a rigid back-and-
. “forth movement that -could bore or exhaust areader? ‘

COMPARISON AND CONTRAST
IN A PARAGRAPH: TWO ILLUSTRATIONS

Using Comparison and Contrast
to Write About Television

The following example, written especially for The Brief Bedford
Reader, uses point-by-point comparison for a clear purpose: to evaluate
relevision drama then and now, and to express a preference for one
over the other. Notice that the writer is fair—acknowledging (toward
the end) that today’s dramas also have fine actors and have none of the
primitiveness of yesterday’s dramas.

Though written to be freestanding, this paragraph on drama might
do good work in a full essay about, say, the chief differences between
TV programming in the medium’s early days and programming now.
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Seen on aged 16-millimeter film, the original produc- | Point-by-point

tion of Paddy Chayevsky's Marty makes clear the differences

between television drama of 1953 and that of today. Today |

there’s no weekly Goodyear Playhouse to showcase original
one-hour plays by important authors; most scriptwriters col-
laborate, all but anonymously, on serials about familiar char-
acters. Marty features no bodice ripping, no drug busts, no
deadly illness, no laugh track. Instead, it simply shows the
awakening of love between a heavyset butcher and a mousy
high-school teacher: both single, lonely, and shy, never
twice dating the same person. Unlike the writer of today,
Chayevsky couldn't set scenes outdoors or on location. In
one small studio, in slow lingering takes (some five minutes
long—not eight to twelve seconds, as we now expect), the
camera probes the faces of two seated characters as Marty
and his pal Angie plan Saturday night (“What do you want to
do? —*“I dunno, what do you!"). Oddly, the effect is spell-
binding. To bring such scenes to life, the actors must project
with vigor; and like the finer actors of today, Rod Steiger as
Marty exploits each moment. In 1953, plays were telecast
live. Today, well-edited videotape may eliminate blown lines,
but a chill slickness prevails. Technically, Marty is primitive,
yet it probes souls. Most televised drama today displays a
physically larger world—only to nail a box around it.

Using Comparison and Contrast
in an Academic Discipline

comparison supporting
this topic sentence

1. Original plays vs.
serials

2. Simple love story vs.
violence and sex

. Studio sets with long
 takes ws. locations
with short takes

(V¥

4. Good acting vs. good
acting

5. Live vs. videotaped

G. Primitive and probing
vs. big and limited

Transitions (underlined)
clarify the comparison

Taken from a textbook on architectural history, this subject-by-
subject comparison explains the differences between two competing

theories of architecture in Russia in the 1920s and 1930s. The para-
graph is one of several in which the author shows how modernist ar-
chitects divided into those concerned mainly with form and those
concerned mainly with social progress.

In Russia, too, modemists fell into two camps. They j"Subjectjby—subjcct ‘
squared off against each other in public debate and in Vkhute- ~ Somparison supporang
. ; : . this topic sentence
mas, a school of architecture organized in 1920 along lines
parallel to the Bauhaus. “The measure of architecture is

architecture,” went the motto of one camp. They believed in 1. First camp:

an unfettered experimentalism of form. The rival camp had a experimental
problem-solving orientation. The architect’s main mission, in 2. Second camp:
their view, was to share in the common task of achieving the problem-solving

) . . . (receives more
transformation of society promised by the October Revolution i Rt

[of 1917]. They were keen on standardization, user interviews, eventually prevailed;
and ideological prompting. They worked on new building pro-
orams that would consolidate the social order of communism.
These they referred to as “social condensers.”

— Spiro Kostof, A History of Architecture
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COMPARISON AND CONTRAST
ELSEWHERE IN THE BRIEF BEDFORD READER

In the essays in this chapter, the writers develop their ideas mainly
by comparison and contrast. But the method figures prominently in
many other of the book’s selections as well, helping the authors orga-
nize and detail their ideas. :

PART ONE

Brad Manning, “Arm Wrestling with My Father”
Anna Quindlen, “Homeless”

Armin A. Brott, “Not All Men Are Sly Foxes”
Deborah Tannen, “But What Do You Mean?”
Scott Russell Sanders, “Homeplace”

Richard Ford, “I Must Be Going”

Gloria Naylor, “The Meanings of a Word”
Christine Leong, “Being a Chink”

Marie Winn, “TV Addiction”

PART TWO
Annie Dillard, “Lenses”

E. B. White, “Once More to the Lake”

CASE STUDY
Using Comparison and Contrast

In the fall of her sophomore year in college, Susan Wheeler was

running for president of her dormitory. She prepared a campaign state-
| ment for the student newspaper’s coverage of the election, and she also
| created the flier on the next page for posting throughout the dorm.

Wheeler believed that her campaign platform was much stronger
than her opponent’s, and she decided to highlight the differences by

-| showing her ideas alongside her opponent’s (in a point-by-point

.| arrangement). But her draft needed work to make the points more con-
| cise and to give them parALLEL wording that would clarify and stress the
“| contrasts. Originally, the first three points read as follows:

Susan Wheeler Matt Parker
® A supporter of all extra- e Supports mainly sports and
curricular activities cheerleading
e Actively participates in stu- e He is not in the student
dent government association government association
~® The food plans should be ¢ Does not mention the food
more flexible for all students plans

| In Wheeler’s final draft (next page), the parallel wording (each point
| beginning with a verb) is both easier to read and more emphatic.




Susan Wheeler

for

Dorm President

Here are the reasons why:

Susan Wheeler

Supports all extracurricular
activities

Participates actively in student
government association
Wants to make food plans
more flexible for all students
Wants to extend bookstore
hours

Wants to increase quantity
and accessibility of copiers
Wants a 24-hour computer
lab in the dorm

Has made Dean’s List every
semester

Matt Parker

Supports mainly sports and
cheerleading

Does not participate in student
government association

Does not mention the food
plans

Does not mention extending
bookstore hours

Does not mention copier
problems

Does not mention a computer
lab

Has not made Dean’s List

Vote May 2

SUSAN WHEELER FOR PRESIDENT . ..

WE'LL DO IT TOGETHER!

SUZANNE BRITT

SuzanNE BriTT was born in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, and
studied at Salem College and Washington University, where she
earned an M.A. in English. She writes a regular column for a news-
letter, Authors Ink. Britt has written for Sky Magazine, the New York
Times, Newsweek, the Boston Globe, and many other publications.
She teaches English part-time at Meredith College in North Car-
olina and has published a history of the college and two English text-
books. Her other books are collections of her essays: Skinny People

Are Dull and Crunchy like Carrots (1982) and Show and Tell (1983).

Neat People
VS.
Sloppy People

“Neat People vs. Sloppy People” appears in Britt’s collection Show
and Tell. Mingling humor with seriousness (as she often does), Britt
has called the book a report on her journey into “the awful cave of
self: You shout your name and voices come back in exultant response,
telling you their names.” In this essay, Britt uses comparison mainly
to entertain by showing us aspects of our own selves, awful or not. For
another approach to a similar subject, see the next essay, by Dave
Barry.

I've finally figured out the difference between neat people and
sloppy people. The distinction is, as always, moral. Neat people are
lazier and meaner than sloppy people.

Sloppy people, you see, are not really sloppy. Their sloppiness is
merely the unfortunate consequence of their extreme moral rectitude.
Sloppy people carry in their mind’s eye a heavenly vision, a precise
plan, that is so stupendous, so perfect, it can’t be achieved in this world
or the next.

Sloppy people live in Never-Never Land. Someday is their métier.
Someday they are planning to alphabetize all their books and set up
home catalogs. Someday they will go through their wardrobes and
mark certain items for tentative mending and certain items for passing
on to relatives of similar shape and size. Someday sloppy people will
make family scrapbooks into which they will put newspaper clippings,
postcards, locks of hair, and the dried corsage from their senior prom.
Someday they will file everything on the surface of their desks, includ-
ing the cash receipts from coffee purchases at the snack shop. Someday
thev will sit down and read all the back issues of The New Yorker.
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For all these noble reasons and more, sloppy people never get neat.
They aim too high and wide. They save everything, planning someday
to file, order, and straighten out the world. But while these ambitious
plans take clearer and clearer shape in their heads, the books spill from
the shelves onto the floor, the clothes pile up in the hamper and closet,
the family mementos accumulate in every drawer, the surface of the
desk is buried under mounds of paper, and the unread magazines
threaten to reach the ceiling.

Sloppy people can't bear to part with anything. They give loving
attention to every detail. When sloppy people say they’re going to
tackle the surface of a desk, they really mean it. Not a paper will go un-
turned; not a rubber band will go unboxed. Four hours or two weeks
into the excavation, the desk looks exactly the same, primarily because
the sloppy person is meticulously creating new piles of papers with new
headings and scrupulously stopping to read all the old book catalogs be-
fore he throws them away. A neat person would just bulldoze the desk.

Neat people are bums and clods at heart. They have cavalier atti-
tudes toward possessions, including family heirlooms. Everything is just
another dust-catcher to them. If anything collects dust, it’s got to 2o
and that’s that. Neat people will toy with the idea of throwing the chil-
dren out of the house just to cut down on the clutter.

Neat people don’t care about process. They like results. What they
want to do is get the whole thing over with so they can sit down and
watch the rasslin’ on TV. Neat people operate on two unvarying prin-
ciples: Never handle any item twice, and throw everything away.

The only thing messy in a neat person’s house is the trash can. The
minute something comes to a neat person’s hand, he will look at it, try
to decide if it has immediate use and, finding none, throw it in the
trash.

Neat people are especially vicious with mail. They never go
through their mail unless they are standing directly over a trash can. If
the trash can is beside the mailbox, even better. All ads, catalogs, pleas
for charitable contributions, church bulletins, and money-saving
coupons go straight into the trash can without being opened. All let-
ters from home, postcards from Europe, bills, and paychecks are opened,
immediately responded to, then dropped in the trash can. Neat people
keep their receipts only for tax purposes. That's it. No sentimental sal-
vaging of birthday cards or the last letter a dying relative ever wrote.
Into the trash it goes.

Neat people place neatness above everything, even economics.
They are incredibly wasteful. Neat people throw away several toys
every time they walk through the den. I knew a neat person once who
threw away a perfectly good dish drainer because it had mold on it. The
drainer was too much trouble to wash. And neat people sell their fur-
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niture when they move. They will sell a La-Z-Boy recliner while you
are reclining in it.

Neat people are no good to borrow from. Neat people buy every-
thing in expensive little single portions. They get their flour and sugar
in two-pound bags. They wouldn’t consider clipping a coupon, saving a
leftover, reusing plastic nondairy whipped cream containers, or rinsing
off tin foil and draping it over the unmoldy dish drainer. You can never
borrow a neat person’s newspaper to see what's playing at the movies.
Neat people have the paper all wadded up and in the trash by 7:05 am.

Neat people cut a clean swath through the organic as well as the
inorganic world. People, animals, and things are all one to them. They
are so insensitive. After they've finished with the pantry, the medicine
cabinet, and the atric, they will throw out the red geranium (too many
leaves), sell the dog (too many fleas), and send the children off to
boarding school (too many scuff-marks on the hardwood floors).

QUESTIONS ON MEANING

1. “Suzanne Britt believes that neat people are lazy, mean, petty, callous,
wasteful, and insensitive.” How would you respond to this statement?

2. Is the author’s main PurrcsE to make fun of neat people, to assess the
habits of neat and sloppy people, to help neat and sloppy people get along
better, to defend sloppy people, to amuse and entertain, or to prove that
neat people are morally inferior to sloppy people? Discuss.

3. What is meant by “as always” in the sentence “The distinction is, as al-
ways, moral” (para. 1)? Does the author seem to be suggesting that any
and all distinctions between people are moral?

QUESTIONS ON WRITING STRATEGY

I. What is the general TonE of this essay? What words and phrases help you
determine that tone?

2. Britt mentions no similarities between neat and sloppy people. Does that
mean this is not a good comparison and contrast essay!? Why might a
writer deliberately focus on differences and give very little or no time to
similarities?

3. Consider the following GeneraLizaTIONS: “For all these noble reasons and
more, sloppy people never get neat” (para. 4) and “The only thing messy
in a neat person’s house is the trash can” (8). How can you tell that these
statements are generalizations? Look for other generalizations in the essay.
What is the efrecT of using so many?

4. OTHER METHODS. Although filled with generalizations, Britt’s essay does
not lack for exampLes. Study the examples in paragraph 11, and explain
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how they do and don’t work the way examples are supposed to, to bring
the generalizations about people down to earth.

QUESTIONS ON LANGUAGE

. Consult your dictionary for definitions of these words: rectitude (para. 2);

métier, tentative (3); accumulate (4); excavation, meticulously, scrupu-
lously (5); salvaging (9).

. How do you understand the use of the word noble in the first sentence of

paragraph 47 [s it meant literally? Are there other words in the essay that
appear to be written in a similar tone!

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING

. JOURNAL WRITING. Although Britt is writing tongue-in-cheek when she

says, “Neat people are lazier and meaner than sloppy people,” her essay
suggests that grouping people according to oppositions like neat/sloppy
reveals other things about them. What oppositions do you use to evaluate
people? Smart/dumb? Fit/out of shape? Rich/poor? Qutgoing/shy?

FROM JOURNAL TO EssAY. Choose your favorite opposition for evaluating
people, and write an essay in which you compare and contrast those who
pass your “test” with those who fail it. You may choose to write your essay
tongue-in-cheek, as Britt does, or seriously.

. Write an essay in which you compare and contrast two apparently dissim-

ilar groups of people: for example, blue-collar workers and white-collar
workers, people who write a lot of e-mail and people who don’t bother
with it, runners and football players, readers and TV watchers, or any
other variation you choose. Your approach may be either lighthearted or
serious, but make sure you come to some conclusion about your subjects.
Which group do you favor? Why?

 Anavyze the similarities and differences between two characters in your

favorite novel, story, film, or television show. Which aspects of their per-
sonalities make them work well together, within the context in which
they appear? Which characteristics work against each other, and there-
fore provide the necessary conflict to hold the reader’s or viewer’s atten-
tion?

CRITICAL WRITING. Britt's essay is remarkable for its exaggeration of the
two types. Write a brief essay analyzing and contrasting the ways Britt
characterizes sloppy people and neat people. Be sure to consider the con-
NOTATIONS of the words, such as “moral rectitude” for sloppy people (para.
2) and “cavalier” for neat people (6).

. CONNECTIONS. Neither Suzanne Britt nor the author of the next essay,

Dave Barry, seems to have much sympathy for neat people. Write a brief
essay in which you explain why neatness matters. Or if you haven't a clue
why, then write a brief essay in which you explain the benefits of dirt and
disorder.
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SUZANNE BRITT ON WRITING

Asked to tell how she writes, Suzanne Britt contributed the following
comment to The Brief Bedford Reader.

The question “How do you write!” gets a snappy, snappish response
from me. The first commandment is “Live!” And the second is like
unto it: “Pay attention!” I don’t mean that you have to live high or fast
or deep or wise or broad. And I certainly don’t mean you have to live
true and upright. | just mean that you have to suck out all the marrow
of whatever you do, whether it’s picking the lint off the navy-blue suit
you'll be wearing to Cousin lone’s funeral or popping an Aunt Jemimah
frozen waffle into the toaster oven ot lying between sand dunes, watch-
ing the way the sea oats slice the azure sky. The ominous question put
to me by students on all occasions of possible accountability is “Will
this count?” My answer is rock bottom and hard: “Everything counts,”
I say, and silence falls like prayers across the room.

The same is true of writing. Everything counts. Despair is good.
Numbness can be excellent. Misery is fine. Ecstasy will work—or pain
or sorrow or passion. The only thing that won't work is indifference. A
writer refuses to be shocked and appalled by anything going or coming,
rising or falling, singing or soundless. The only thing that shocks me,
cruth to tell, is indifference. How dare you not fight for the right to the
crispy end piece on the standing-rib roast? How dare you let the fra-
grance of Joy go by without taking a whiff of it? How dare you not see
the old woman in the snap-front housedress and the rolled-down socks,
carrying her Polident and Charmin in a canvas tote that says, simply,
elegantly, Le Bag! ’

After you have lived, paid attention, seen connections, felt the
harmony, writhed under the dissonance, fixed a Diet Coke, popped a
big stick of Juicy Fruit in your mouth, gathered your life around you as
2 mother hen gathers her brood, as a queen settles the folds in her
purple robes, you are ready to write. And what you will write about,
even if you have one of those reachers who makes you write about, say,
Guatemala, will be something very exclusive and intimate—some-
thing just between you and Guatemala. All you have to find out is what
that small intimacy might be. It is there. And having found it, you have
to make it count.

There is no rest for a writer. But there is no boredom either. A Sun-
day morning with a bottle of extra-strength aspirin within easy reach
and an ice bag on your head can serve you very well in writing. So can
a fly buzzing at your ear or a heart-stopping siren in the night or an in-
terminable afternoon in a biology lab in front of a frog’s innards.
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All you need, really, is the audacity to believe, with your whole be-
ing, that if you tell it right, tell it truly, tell it so we can all see it, the
“it” will play in Peoria, Poughkeepsie, Pompeii, or Podunk. In the
South we call that conviction, that audacity, an act of faith. But you
can call it writing.

FOR DISCUSSION

1. Whar advice does Britt offer a student assigned to write a paper about, say,
Guatemala? If you were that student, how would you go about taking her
advice!

2. Where in her comment does the author use colorful and effective FIGURES
OF SPEECH]

3. What is the TONE of Britt’s remarks? Sum up her attitude toward her sub-
ject, writing.

DAVE BARRY

Dave Barry is a humorist whom the New York Times has called “the
funniest man in America.” Barry was born in 1947 in Armonk, New
York, and graduated from Haverford College in 1969. He worked as a
journalist for five years and lectured businesspeople on writing for
eight years while he began to establish himself as a columnist. His hu-
mor writing now appears in several hundred newspapers and has been
collected in more than twenty books, including Bad Habits: A 100%
Fact Free Book (1985), The World According to Dave Barry (1994),
Dave Barry in Cyberspace (1996), Dave Barry Turns 50 (1998), and Big
Trouble (1999). In 1988 Barry received the Pulitzer Prize for “distin-
guished commentary,” although, he says, “nothing I've ever written
fits the definition.” (He thinks he won because his columns stood out
from the “earthshakingly important” competition.) Barry lives in
Miami with his family.

Batting Clean-Up and Striking Out

This essay from Dave Barry’s Greatest Hits (1988) illustrates Barry'’s
gift, in the words of critic Alison Teal, “for taking things at face value
and rendering them funny on those grounds alone, for rendering
every ounce of humor out of a perfectly ordinary experience.” Like
Suzanne Britt in the previous essay, Barry contrasts two styles of deal-
ing with a mess.

The primary difference between men and women is that women
can see extremely small quantities of dirt. Not when they're babies, of
course. Babies of both sexes have a very low awareness of dirt, other
than to think it tastes better than food.

But somewhere during the growth process, a hormonal secretion
takes place in women that enables them to see dirt that men cannot
see, dirt at the level of molecules, whereas men don'’t generally notice it
until it forms clumps large enough to support agriculture. This can lead
to tragedy, as it did in the ill-fated ancient city of Pompeii, where the
residents all got killed when the local volcano erupted and covered
them with a layer of ash twenty feet deep.! Modern people often ask,
“How come, when the ashes started falling, the Pompeii people didn’t
just leave?” The answer is that in Pompeii, it was the custom for the
men to do the housework. They never even noticed the ash until it had
for the most part covered the children. “Hey!” the men said (in Latin).

! Pompeii, in what is now southern Italy, was buried in the eruption of Mount
Vacuvine in a n 70 __Fne
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“It’s mighty quiet around here!” This is one major historical reason
why, to this very day, men tend to do extremely little in the way of use-
ful housework.

What often happens in my specific family unit is that my wife will
say to me: “Could you clean Robert’s bathroom? It’s filthy.” So I'll
gather up the Standard Male Cleaning Implements, namely a spray
bottle of Windex and a wad of paper towels, and I'll go into Robert’s
bathroom, and it always looks perfectly fine. I mean, when I hear the
word “filthy” used to describe a bathroom, [ think about this bar where
[ used to hang out called Joe’s Sportsman’s Lounge, where the men’s
room had bacteria you could enter in a rodeo.

Nevertheless, because I am a sensitive and caring kind of guy, I
“clean” the bathroom, spraying Windex all over everything including
the six hundred action figures each sold separately that God forbid
Robert should ever take a bath without, and then I wipe it back off
with the paper towels, and I go back to whatever activity I had been
engaged in, such as doing an important project on the Etch-a-Sketch,
and a little while later my wife will say: “I hate to rush you, but could
you do Robert’s bathroom? It’s really filthy.” She is in there looking at
the very walls I just Windexed, and she is seeing dirt! Everywhere! And if
I tell her I already cleaned the bathroom, she gives me this look that she
has perfected, the same look she used on me the time [ selected
Robert’s outfit for school and part of it turned out to be pajamas.

The opposite side of the dirt coin, of course, is sports. This is an
area where men tend to feel very sensitive and women tend to be ex-
tremely callous. | have written about this before and I always get irate
letters from women who say they are the heavyweight racquetball
champion of some place like lowa and are sensitive to sports to the
point where they could crush my skull like a ripe grape, but I feel these
women are the exception.

A more representative woman is my friend Maddy, who once in-
vited some people, including my wife and me, over to her house for an
evening of stimulating conversation and jovial companionship, which
sounds fine except that this particular evening occurred during a World
Series game. If you can imagine such a social gaffe.

We sat around the living room and Maddy tried to stimulate a con-
versation, but we males could not focus our attention on the various
suggested topics because we could actually feel the World Series televi-
sion and radio broadcast rays zinging through the air, penetrating right
into our bodies, causing our dental fillings to vibrate, and all the while
the women were behaving as though nothing were wrong. It was exactly
like that story by Edgar Allan Poe where the murderer can hear the vic-
tim’s heart beating louder and louder even though he (the murder victim)
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is dead, until finally he (the murderer) can’t stand it anymore, and he just
has to watch the World Series on television.? That was how we felt.

Maddy’s husband made the first move, coming up with an ab-
solutely brilliant means of escape: He used their baby. He picked up Jus-
tine, their seven-month-old daughter, who was fussing a little, and
nnounced: “What this child needs is to have her bottle and watch the
World Series.” And just like that he was off to the family room, mov-
ing very quickly for a big man holding a baby. A second male escaped
by pretending to clear the dessert plates. Soon all four of us were in
there, watching the Annual Fall Classic, while the women prattled
away about human relationships or something. It turned out to be an
extremely pivotal game.

QUESTIONS ON MEANING

1. What is the pureosE of Barry’s essay! How do you know?

7. How OBJECTIVE is Barry’s portrayal of men and women? Does he seem to
understand one sex better than the other? Does he seek to justify and ex-
cuse male sloppiness and antisocial behavior?

3. What can you INFeEr about Barry’s attitude toward the differences between
the sexes? Does he see a way out!

QUESTIONS ON WRITING STRATEGY

1. Barry’s comparison is organized point by point—differences in sensitivity
to dirt, then differences in sensitivity to sports. What is the errecT of this
organization? Or, from another angle, what would have been the effect of
a subject-by-subject organization— just men, then just women (or vice
versa)?

7. How does Barry set the TonE of this piece from the very first paragraph?

3. The first sentence looks like a THESIS SENTENCE but turns out not to be com-
plete. Where does Barry fnish his statement of the essay’s thesis? Does it
hurt or help the essay that the thesis is divided? Why?

4. How does Barry’s aLLUSION to Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” enhance Barry's
own story!

5. OTHER METHODS. How persuasive is the historical exampLE cited in para-
graph 2 as EVIDENCE for Barry’s claims about men’s and women'’s differing
abilities to perceive dirt? Must examples always be persuasive!

?Barry refers to Poe’s story “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843).—Ebs.
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QUESTIONS ON LANGUAGE

1. Define these words: hormonal (para. 2); implements (3); callous, irate
(5); jovial, gaffe (6); prattled, pivotal (8).

2. Paragraph 4 begins with a textbook example of a run-on sentence. Does
Barry need a better copy editor, or is he deliberately going for an effect
here? If so, what is it?

3. What effect does Barry achieve through his frequent use of italics (for ex-
ample, “just Windexed,” para. 4) and capital letters (“Standard Male
Cleaning Implements,” 3)?

4. Why does Barry use the word males instead of men in paragraphs 7 and 87

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING

1. JOURNAL WRITING. Make a list of traits of the opposite sex you find for-
eign or bewildering. (They would rather talk to you on the phone than in
person. They would rather watch sports on TV than play them. .. 2)
FROM JOURNAL TO ESSAY. Choose the trait on your list about the opposite
sex that seems to have the most potential for humor. Write an essay sim-
ilar to Barry’s, exaggerating the difference to the point where it becomes
the defining distinction between men and women.

2. How well do you conform to Barry's GENERALIZATIONS about your gender? In
what ways are you stereotypically male or female? Do such generalizations
amuse or merely annoy you? Why?

3. CRITICAL WRITING. Barry is obviously not afraid of offending women: He
claims to have already done so (para. 5), and yet he persists. Do you take
offense at any of this essay’s stereotypes of women and men? If so, explain
the nature of the offense as coolly as you can. Whether you take offense
of not, can you see any virtue in using such stereotypes for humor? For in-
stance, does the humor help undermine the stereotypes or merely
strengthen them? Write an essay in which you address these questions, us-
ing quotations from Barry as examples and evidence.

4. CONNECTIONS. Write an essay about the humor gained from exaggera-
tion, relying on Barry’s essay and the previous one, Suzanne Britt's “Neat
People vs. Sloppy People.” Consider why exaggeration is often funny and
what qualities humorous exaggeration has. Use quotations and PARA-
PHRASES from Barry's and Britt’s essays as your support.

DAVE BARRY ON WRITING

For Dave Barry, coming up with ideas for humorous writing is no
problem. “Just about anything’s a topic for a humor column,” he told an
interviewer for Contemporary Authors in 1990, “any event that occurs
in the news, anything that happens in daily life—driving, shopping,
reading, eating. You can look at just about anything and see humor in
it somewhere.”
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Writing challenges, for Barry, occur after he has his idea. “Writing
has always been hard for me,” he says. “The hard part is getting the
jokes to come, and it never happens all at once for me. I very rarely
have any idea where a column is going to go when it starts. It's a mat-
ter of piling a little piece here and a little piece there, fitting them to-
gether, going on to the next part, then going back and gradually
shaping the whole piece into something. I know what I want in terms
of reaction, and I want it to have a certain feel. | know when it does
and when it doesn’t. But I'm never sure when it’s going to get there.
That’s what writing is. That’s why it's so painful and slow. But that’s
more technique than anything else. You don't rely on inspiration—I
don’t, anyway, and I don’t think most writers do. The creative process
is just not an inspirational one for most people. There’s a little bit of
that and a whole lot of polishing.”

A humor writer must be sensitive to readers, trying to make them
smile, but Barry wamns against catering to an audience. “I think it’s a big
mistake to write humor for anybody but yourself, to try to adopt any
persona other than your own. If I don't at some point think something
is funny, then I'm not going to write it.” Not that his own sense of hu-
mor will always make a piece fly. “Thinking of it in rough form is one
thing,” Barry confesses, “and shaping and polishing it so that you like
the way it reads is so agonizingly slow that by the time you're done, you
don’t think anything is funny. You think this is something you might
use to console a widow.”

More often, though, the shaping and polishing— the constant re-
vision—do work. “Since I know how to do that,” Barry says, “since I
do it every day of the week and have for years and years, 'm confident
that if I keep at it I'll get something.”

FOR DISCUSSION

1. Do you agree with Barry that “[y]ou can look at just about anything and
see humor in it somewhere”? What topics do you think would be off-lim-
its for humor?

2. What does successful writing depend on, according to Barry? What role
does inspiration play?

3. How might Barry’s views on writing be relevant to your own experiences
as a writer? What can a humor writer teach a college writer?



